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Project Overview
• Impetus

• Civility has been an increasing concern—particularly on social media

• Objectives
• Examine incivility from and directed at Tucson-area elected officials on Twitter 

during 2018-2019

• Project description
• Background

• Data acquisition & analysis

• Results 

• Recommendations 
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Background
• Civility is a central element of an effective democracy

• Americans are increasingly concerned with incivility

• 93% of the U.S. public felt that the nation had a “civility problem”
• Source: https://www.webershandwick.com/wpcontent/uploads/2018/06/Civility-in-America-VII-FINAL.pdf

• 1 in 5 comments posted to the Arizona Daily Star’s online discussion forum 
over a three-week period during 2011 contained incivility

• 14% of comments contained name-calling
• Source: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jcom.12104

• Goal: Examine civility by and directed at local elected officials on 
social media (i.e., Twitter)
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Defining Incivility

• “Features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily disrespectful 
tone toward the discussion forum, its participants, or its topics” 

• Name-calling: 
• Mean-spirited/disparaging words directed at another person or group of 

people, including derogatory nicknames. Name-calling can go beyond the 
words used and be implied in stylistic features. Name-calling is directed at 
another symbol producing entity (person/group/organization). 
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Research Design

1. Identify Twitter accounts and collect tweets from elected officials representing 
the Tucson area

2. Train a machine learning classifier to identify tweets containing incivility

3. Apply the classifier to the complete sample of tweets

4. Examine trends in incivility to/from Tucson-area elected officials on Twitter
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Data Acquisition

• Twitter accounts for 33 elected officials representing the Tucson area 
during 2018:
• US Senate (n = 3)

• US House of Representatives (n = 3)

• Arizona State Senate (n = 5)

• Arizona State House of Representatives  (n = 11)

• Mayor & City Councils (n = 11)

• Tucson, Oro Valley, Sahuarita

• No officials from Marana or South Tucson used Twitter

13



Data Acquisition

• Twitter’s application programming interface (API) was used to collect 
tweets to/from each elected official 
• Collection occurred during April and June (2019)

• Collection spans Jan. 1, 2018 – June 8, 2019

• Total original tweets authored by elected officials: 24,778 

• Total original tweets directed at elected officials: 71,638 
• @elected_official….

• Note: re-tweets were excluded from original tweet counts
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Data Annotation

• 96,416 total tweets collected

• Random sample of 3,800 tweets annotated by human coders for the 
presence of name-calling
• Coders received 20 hours of training

• Intercoder agreement established on 400 tweets

• Krippendorff’s alpha = .86

• Name-calling
• Mean-spirited/disparaging words directed at another person or group of 

people, including derogatory nicknames. Name-calling can go beyond the 
words used and be implied in stylistic features. Name-calling is directed at 
another symbol producing entity (person/group/organization). 
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Classifier Development 

• Machine learning classifier trained on annotated data to detect 
name-calling
• 3,800 annotated tweets were split into a training and test set
• Training set used to refine the classification algorithm
• Test set used to demonstrate its effectiveness

• Bidirectional encoder representations from transformers (BERT) 
• State-of-the-art neural network classifier
• 76% precision (how often the classifier’s prediction of incivility was also 

judged as uncivil by humans) 
• 76% recall (how many of the human-judged incivilities the classifier was able 

to find) 
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Examples of Incivility Identified by the Classifier
• Obvious:

• Nobody cares about this Crybaby traitor or his family!
• I don't care about [elected official]. He is an idiot.
• [elected official] is a pathological liar.
• [elected official] You sir are a HYPOCRITE
• [elected official] Fck you a**hole!!!!!

• More subtle:
• I think you're a closet Democrat
• And you continue to be complicit
• [elected official] You are irrelevant
• [elected official] you are less relevant than ever
• Nobody wants to hear an uninformed, appointed senator that has never had 
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Incivility by Tucson-Area Elected Officials
• Less than 5% of all tweets 

by elected officials 
contained incivility

• Raw number of uncivil 
tweets:

• City: ~40

• State: ~300

• Federal: ~120

• Overall: ~450 of almost 
25,000 tweets contained 
incivility
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Incivility in Tweets by Elected Officials Over Time

Pre-election spike 
among state officials
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Incivility Directed at Tucson-Area Officials

• Less than 5% of all tweets 
directed at city and state 
officials contained incivility

• 15% of tweets directed to 
federal officials contained 
incivility

• Raw number of uncivil 
tweets:

• City: ~150

• State: ~725

• Federal: ~7,000
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Incivility in Tweets Directed at Officials Over Time

Spike in incivility directed 
at federal officials
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Summary of Key Trends

• General hesitance to use incivility by elected officials
• State level officials (1.5%) used incivility least and federal officials used 

incivility most (3%)

• Incivility directed at public officials varied dramatically by level 
of representation
• Incivility directed at federal officials (15%) was more than 3X greater than 

incivility directed at city and state officials (<5%) 

• Benchmark
• 14% of over 6K posts to Arizona Daily Star contained name-calling

• Source: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jcom.12104
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Recommendations

1. Granting that overall incivility in this context is relatively low, federal 
officials could nonetheless learn from the social media behavior of 
state officials
• State officials were able to pursue similar objectives with only half as much 

incivility and presumably no loss of useful information

2. Citizens using Twitter for political exchanges should be aware that 
they may engage in more name-calling with federal officials than 
they would otherwise
• If people are not comfortable employing incivility when addressing a mayor or 

city councilperson, should they feel the same discomfort addressing a U.S. 
Senator that way? 
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Questions?

srains@email.arizona.edu
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